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  Chapter one
Chapter 1


The crisp stroke of my brush against the wall was interrupted by a sharp knocking at the front door. I froze, white-coloured droplets spattering the old newspaper I'd haphazardly spread across the floor. Glancing at my bare wrist reminded me I'd forgone my watch - an unconscious habit whenever I lost myself in the rhythm of painting. 
"Just a moment!" I called out, carefully setting aside my brush. Hopefully, it wasn't the neighbours again, ready with another noise complaint because I was playing my usual favourite rock mixtape.  
Pulling open the door, I was surprised to find Lisa's father Wayne standing on the doorstep, his weathered face wreathed in an uneasy smile.
"Wayne? I wasn't expecting you..." I ushered my father-in-law inside, suddenly self-conscious of my paint-splattered t-shirt and bare feet. "Is everything alright?" 
He gave an awkward half-shrug as he stepped into the hallway. "I was actually hoping to catch Lisa. Tried ringing her mobile but no answer, as usual. Is she working away again?"
I felt my chest tighten slightly at the reminder of Lisa's current overseas absence. "She's still in Bangladesh for another fortnight at least. They extended her consultancy with the development project."  
Disappointment flickered across Wayne's face before he could mask it. He opened his mouth to respond, but I had already turned back towards the lounge, calling over my shoulder.
"I'll put the kettle on. Make yourself at home. I'll bring us both a brew..."
I led him into our cramped but sunny living room. Streaks of paint streaked the drop cloths and newspaper covering the bare floors, the lingering scent of turpentine and fresh plaster hanging in the air. The redecoration of the house was my project before Lisa returned home, a little surprise renovation to breathe new life into the space.  
Wayne settled onto the tattered sheet protecting the floral sofa, brushing aside a scatter of well-thumbed paperbacks and decorating magazines. At sixty-five, he still carried himself with the sturdy, no-nonsense air of his younger years working the construction sites. However, the slump of his shoulders and mournful downturn of his mouth hinted at the weariness that had taken root since the passing of his beloved second wife, Alice, five years earlier.
"It's a bit last minute, I know," he began, leaning forward to take the cup of coffee that I'd made him as I returned from the kitchen. "But Joy's only gone and got herself engaged to that Marcus lad she's been seeing. The wedding's booked for next weekend up in Barnesfield."  
Joy was one of Lisa's younger cousins, the bright, spirited daughter of Wayne's sister Nancy. I vaguely recalled Lisa mentioning this Marcus name in passing during one of her infrequent calls home recently. 
"They haven't been dating long," I murmured, impossibly trying to recall the last time I'd actually seen Joy in person. Three years ago? Four? 
Wayne huffed out a mirthless chuckle, scrubbing a calloused hand over his lined face. "You're telling me. That girl's always been an impulsive one. I love her dearly but she's never been able to slow down and think things through." There was a wistful fondness in his tone, one I recognized from Lisa whenever she spoke of her late mother, Wayne's first wife.
"That's just how some people are," I commented, sitting down on the chair opposite him,
"Which is why I'd hoped to have Lisa there, you know?" Wayne continued with a slight shake of his head. "She's got a smart head on her shoulders, maybe could have talked some sense into Joy before she goes making any rash decisions."
The words stuck in my throat as I opened my mouth to remind him of Lisa's prolonged absence. Of course, he knew, but the futile hope lingering in his faded blue eyes rendered me temporarily speechless. With an inward pang, I was struck by how achingly lonely he must feel in their big, empty house. I'd never actually been there, even though Lisa and I had been married for four years now, but she always described it that way.
"Lisa isn't due back for another couple of weeks," I said slowly. "Rash decisions? You mean like getting pregnant or something?"
"Exactly." Wayne nodded, then after an awkward pause, he gathered himself, forcing a tight smile that didn't reach his eyes.
"Well, if my Lisa-bear can't make it, at least someone from the family ought to be there, eh? You'll come, won't you, James? For Joy's sake, and to keep an old man company."
I shifted uncomfortably on the dustsheet-covered armchair, suddenly aware of Wayne's expectant gaze across the cluttered coffee table. Attending Joy's hastily planned wedding in Lisa's hometown was the last thing I'd anticipated for my weekend. I knew next to nothing about Lisa's old stomping grounds beyond the dismissive curls of her lip whenever conversation veered towards her roots.
"I'll...have to think about it," I hedged, rubbing my palms against my paint-smudged thighs. "It's quite a trek up to Barnesfield."
He made a noncommittal grunt, neither confirming nor denying the substantial distance between our cosy London terrace and the faded, industrial town in the North West that Lisa fled over a decade ago. In her rare, unguarded moments, I'd pieced together that she harboured a deep disdain for her humble beginnings - the rundown estates, the pervasive smell of the shipyards, and small-town narrowmindedness.
Lisa never spoke of those formative years unless pressed, always deflecting with a derisive shake of her head. "Ancient history, that place. There's no point in dredging up the past when we've both moved on to so much better."
But the way Wayne's rheumy eyes clouded over now told a different story. For him, no doubt, those northern backstreets still echoed with the ghosts of happier times before his two wives' untimely passings. Before Lisa's meteoric rise from the ashes of her mother's death propelled her into a whirlwind life of global adventures, determined to leave the grief and grit of her childhood behind.
However, before Wayne could respond, the sound of the front door opening was followed by a rich, sultry voice from the hallway, startling me. I must have left the front door open. 
"Wayne? You in here, love?"
My breath caught in my throat as a stunningly attractive woman swept into the living room, all tanned limbs and tousled chestnut curls. She couldn't have been much older than Lisa, the silk blouse and skinny jeans combo hugging her lithe figure in all the right ways. A heavy pendant rested temptingly against the swell of her cleavage.
"Ah, there you are!" She flashed me a warm, radiant smile. "I'm guessing you must be the famous James that Wayne's always going on about."
Flustered, I scrambled to my feet as Wayne heaved himself up from the sofa with a grunt.
"James, this is Della, my...well, my partner, I suppose you could say." There was an unmistakable mix of pride and awkwardness in his gruff tones as he made the introduction, almost as if testing how the unfamiliar word sounded on his lips.
Della rolled her pretty brown eyes good-naturedly and nudged him with her hip. "Wife's the term you're looking for, you daft old dog."
My brows hiked upwards as realization set in. Wife? Since when did Wayne have a third spouse beyond the saintly spectre of his two late wives? 
"We've only been married a month," Della said conspiratorially as if reading the stunned question in my expression. With a warm laugh, she sidled up to Wayne's side and looped an arm through the crook of his elbow. "I thought an old codger like this one needed someone to keep him in line."
Her new husband cleared his throat, the tips of his ears pinkening slightly under Della's teasing gaze. "Right, well, as I was saying before Della so rudely interrupted," He shot her a mock-stern look that she answered with an unrepentant grin. "We'd got it into our heads to have a proper wedding ceremony, but then this one couldn't be bothered with all the fuss and bother." He jerked his thumb in Della's direction with a resigned chuckle. "So we just did it quick and quiet - we signed the papers with Nancy as our witness and had done with it."
My brows rose incredulously at the casual mention of Lisa's aunt Nancy. From what I knew about her, Nancy was a sort of family matriarch. Nothing happened in Lisa's family without Nancy's say-so. She'd been quite overbearing at our own wedding as I was all too happy to not have much to do with her since. But before I could inquire further about their wedding, wondering if Lisa knew anything at all about it, Della had extricated herself from Wayne's arm and was closing the distance between us with a saunter in her hip.
"I'd been looking forward to finally meeting the famous Lisa to celebrate." Her voice dropped into a silky-rich timbre, all too aware of the effect she had as she toyed idly with the pendant nestled between her breasts. "You'll have to do for now, I suppose."
I felt heat prickling along the back of my neck as she held my gaze for a beat too long, her full lips curved into a secret smile. Della was clearly a woman well-versed in charming men, deploying an intoxicating mixture of blatant flirtation and that particular brand of confidence that comes from knowing your own appeal. It was all too obvious how she'd charmed Wayne but what was he thinking, marrying a woman so much younger than him?
Shifting awkwardly, I cleared my throat and replied, "Ah, right, well Lisa's away for work at the moment. Development consultancy in Bangladesh for another couple weeks, unfortunately."
Della's perfectly sculpted brows hiked upwards as she turned to face Wayne. "Is that so? Well then, we have to make sure her dashing hubby attends the wedding to represent the family in her place."  
Before I could protest, she'd sidled up alongside me, slipping one arm through the crook of my elbow in a mirror of how she'd cosied up to Wayne earlier. The warmth and fragrant jasmine scent of her body brushing against mine made it maddeningly difficult to summon a coherent argument.
"Go on, say you'll go," she cajoled in a too innocent tone that betrayed her underlying intent. "I'll even make it worth your while..." She punctuated the suggestion with a fleeting stroke along my forearm, raising all the tiny hairs in its wake.  
Swallowing hard against the sudden dryness in my throat, I found myself nodding faintly, momentarily captive to Della's bewitching ways. Wayne's rumbling chuckle from across the room indicated I wasn't the first man to succumb to her particular brand of persuasion.
"That's settled then!" Della proclaimed brightly, extracting her arm from mine as quickly as she'd hooked it. She moved to reclaim her position tucked against Wayne's side, leaving the imprint of her touch burning on my skin like a phantom caress.
I had the distinct feeling I'd just been well and truly played by Wayne's new wife. Though whether I was more shaken, intrigued, or simply bowled over by her forwardness, I couldn't quite decide.
Wayne settled back against the sofa cushions with a thoughtful furrow in his brow. "You know, it might actually do you some good to take a trip up to Barnesfield, James." He ran a hand over his thinning hair before continuing in that familiar world-weary rasp. "You'll get a look at where your Lisa grew up, the place she's always been so ashamed of."
I started to protest, but Wayne raised his palm to stop me. "No, no, don't try denying it, lad. I know my Lisa better than anyone. She's been running from her roots since the day she could sprint out of the town."
There was a melancholic resignation in his faded blue eyes that doused the flicker of indignation rising in my chest. As much as I wanted to leap to Lisa's defence, I couldn't rightly dismiss the implication that she'd deliberately kept me apart from that side of her life ever since we met.
"It's not that she's embarrassed, per se," I found myself arguing, more for my own benefit than Wayne's. "She's just... uncomfortable rehashing the past? She had it pretty rough after her mum passed."
A rueful snort escaped Wayne at that. "Maybe. More's the pity. Lisa had the whole world at her feet before Helen's passing knocked a big bloody hole through all our lives." He shook his head slowly. "Changed her, it did. Happy-go-lucky lass turned sullen and sharp overnight. Too much for me to handle."
I couldn't help but wince inwardly at the unvarnished truth in his words. For all that Lisa exuded infectious laughter and charm to the outside world, I'd always detected an undercurrent of melancholy woven through her core. An impenetrable sadness she veiled with teasing grins and mercurial mood shifts whenever the conversation delved too deep.
"Plus," Wayne added, tilting his head in thought, "With all the other goings on and rumours-"
Della, who had remained a watchful sentinel at Wayne's side through our exchange, chose that moment to interject in her rich panged tones.
"Well, maybe some time back home surrounded by family is just what the poor love needs, hmm?" She cocked her head meaningfully. "Could be just the thing to finally put some of those old ghosts to rest. You should try
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